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Constructions of Innocence

in Times of War:
Breaking into the Hegemony of Peace

Eric J. Weiner

...adlrulersaretheheirsof thosewho conquered beforethem. Hence, empathy with
thevictor invariably benefitstherulers... Whoever hasemerged victorious partici-
patesto thisday in the triumphal procession in which the present rulers step over
thosewhoarelyingprostrate. Accordingtotraditional practice, thespoilsarecarried
alongintheprocession. They arecalled cultural treasures, and ahistorical materialist
viewsthem with cautious detachment. For without exception the cultural treasures
he surveys have an origin which he cannot contemplate without horror. They owe
their existencenot only totheeffortsof thegreat mindsand talentswho havecreated
them, but al soto theanonymoustoil of their contemporaries. Thereisno document
of civilization which isnot at the same time adocument of barbarism. And just as
suchadocument isnot free of barbarism, barbarism taintsal so the manner inwhich
it was transmitted from one owner to another. A historical materialist therefore
dissociateshimself fromit asfar aspossible. Heregardsit ashistask to brush history
against thegrain.

...Until the philosophy which hold one race
Superior and another inferior

Isfinally and permanently discredited and abandoned
Everywhere is war, me say war...?

Thephrase“intimesof war” suggeststhat weal so havetimesof peace. For this
to betrue, we would have to define war in extremely narrow terms such as* armed
militaristic conflict between or among nation states.” From thisdefinitionwecould
say that peaceisatimevoid of armed militaristic conflict between or among nation
states. But war and peacearemuch morecompl ex social and political phenomenathan
simply armed militari stic conflict between and among nation statesor thel ack thereof;
their complexity lies in the fact that victors of “war” inevitably determine the
substance of “peace.” As such the absence of armed conflict does not necessarily
mean that the war isover. It simply meansthat one faction hasthe power to control
their “enemy” to the extent that the enemy no longer hastheresources or thewill to
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fight back onascalerecognized by thevictorsaswar. Wemight call thisstate of war
the*“hegemony of peace,” becauseit signalsthe domination of power inthe service
of social and political order. The hegemony of peace makesinvisible asymmetrical
relationsof power andthusnarratesastory of social order, therulingformationbeing
the benefactor of “social integration.”® When violence does erupt during these
periods of apparent calm, itisusually repressed in the name of order or isolated in
areas and among people who are repeatedly victimized by the hegemony of peace.

Another way to come at this problem isto disentangle the notion of order from
thenotion of peace. Theoutward appearanceof both might bequitesimilar. However,
underlying order, especially order dictated from above or through force and/or
persuasion(i.e., propaganda, schooling, media, etc.) isoftenaquiet war of resistance.
Peace, by contrast, signalsin the best sense, adegree of order that has been shaped
through agonistic or respectful struggle. Inthiscontext, timesof peaceareanimated
by a substantive degree of mutual respect among competing parties. Agonistic
peace, from this perspective, is animated by unarmed, demilitarized conflict and
struggle among and between competing partieswho recognize theright of eachand
all tofightfor their justinterestsin equitableterms. Giventhat the capitalistic nation
state isthe dominating international force of geo-political hegemony, it isunlikely
that we will see, anytime soon, atime of agonistic peace.* We will most certainly
experienceatightening of thesocial order inthenameof peace—hegemoni c peace—
as more communities throughout the globe (formal nation states like Venezuela,
Cuba, and China and informal collectives like Hamas) contest the West's, and
specifically theU.S.’s, hegemony of peace.

Thisis not to say, however, that war, in either sense, is anew referent in the
classroom. Throughout modern history, wars have conditioned our knowledgein
significant and complex ways. Fromthegenoci deof theNative AmericansintheU.S.
totheongoingwar inlrag, wars' brutalitiesrippleacrossour national (un)conscious
viathenarrativeswetell throughfilm, television and documentary aswell asthrough
moreformal educational material such astextbooks, curriculum, languagepolicies,
and pedagogy.® Inwhat follows, | will refer to both the hegemony of peace, aswell
as armed militaristic struggles, like we havein Irag, to critically reflect upon and
pedagogically examine the concept of “innocence” asit wastaken up in one of my
most recent graduate seminars. | will begin, however, by discussing what | seeare
some of the unique challengesand questionsfor critical teaching during thesetimes
of war.

Critical Pedagogy and the Struggle against Polemics:
Keeping the Political Pedagogical in Times of War

That until there are no longer first class
And second class citizens of any nation
Until the colour of aman’s skin
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Is of no more significance than the colour of his eyes
Me say war

That until the basic human rights are equally
Guaranteed to all, without regard to race
Disawar®

Likemany of my colleagues, | continually struggletoenacta“ complex” critical
pedagogy that helps to provoke my students to “brush history against the grain”
by specifically examiningoperationsof forcefor how they normalizethetransmission
of violence, oppression, inequity, and the reproduction of dominant political
classes.” In times of war, these provocations take on an urgency just as they risk
becoming polemical. It seemsthat the more entrenched U.S. culturebecomesinthe
ideology of war and domination the moreforceful and adamant the resi stance must
be. This, however, presentsadifficult challengeto critical teacherswho striveto be
transformative intellectuals.® How might we create an activist space within an
increasingly neoconservativeenvironment that remains, at thesametime, committed
to the goals of critical consciousness and social change through pedagogical
channels? How might we go about creating a pedagogical space, as opposed to
simply apolitical one?Granted, weknow ascritical educatorsthat itisimpossibleto
separatethepolitical and pedagogical (just asitisimpossibleto separatethe personal
and political) yet this does not mean that the latter cannot (does not) become
overwhelmed by the former. To maintain a strong sense of the pedagogical means
to emphasi ze the complex process of teaching and learning, without sacrificing the
ethical demands of working in the service of socially just and democratic ideals. It
means that as critical teachers we “own” our own fallibility while simultaneously
fighting for what wethink isright.

Inthistimeof militaristicwar, areweabl e, giventheimpul setorampupresistance
inthefaceof aramped upideol ogy of war and domination, tomaintai nanenvironment
inwhich thinking criti cally—thinking with compl exity—about ideol ogiesisapos-
sibility?How canweteach critically inatimeof war without becoming polemicists,
asthe context created by war encourages? Are we prepared, as Nicholas Burbules
suggests, to encourage our studentsto ask, “What kind of education am | getting?’
and “In what or whose interest does it serve?’® As critical educators we often
encouragethese questionsto bedirected at thosein positionsof institutional power,
i.e., peopleother than ourselves. But what if weencouraged thequestionstobeasked
of al teachers, programs, and curriculum?What woul d the educational spherelook
likeif theauthority to educatewasawaysalready met with anintellectual challenge
tothat authority?Isthischallengeaprivilegeof “ peace” or, morelikely, anecessity
of war? It is equally important, of course, for teachers to ask before/during their
tenure, “What kind of education do | think | am providing to which students and
why?’ The challenges and tensions arise when there is an ideological disconnect
between the teacher’ s intent and the students’ expectation. | would argue that in



36 Constructions of Innocence in Times of War

timesof war itisevenmoreimportant for studentsand teachersto ask thesequestions
and enact these challenges acrosstheideol ogical continuum, becausethereismore
at stake in not asking them.

But it seems that there is more at issue here than being able to defend one’s
pedagogy in political terms and politicsin pedagogical terms. Thereis an issue of
epistemological relevance that under girds the questions above and speaks not to
theissueof whoispolitically/pedagogically right or pedagogical ly/palitically wrong
per se, but rather brings attention to the means by which people decide notions of
rightandwrong. What knowledges, intimesof war, docritical teachershaveanethical
responsibility to introduce to their students and why? Should critical teachers
privilege someknowl edgesover othersintheserviceof their own political perspec-
tives even in the face of their own fallibility? Do critical teachers have an ethical
responsibility tointroduce dominant perspectivesof knowledgeand power intotheir
classrooms or isit enough to assume that dominant power and knowledge already
dominates the thinking of students and therefore needs only to be confronted,
disrupted, analyzed, and revised? How might critical U.S. educatorsrespond to an
increasingly vocal nationalistic, homophobic, fundamentalist, and racist student
presenceinthe suburban public classroom? Should thereberoom for al discourses
inapublic classroom or arethere justifiable exclusions?

In what follows, | will try to answer many of these questions, using my own
teaching experiences as ajumping off point. | teach arange of coursesin different
departments throughout the university. From general education coursesin cultural
studies and honors coursesin social analysisto doctoral seminarsin pedagogy and
masterslevel coursesincritical thinkingandliteracy, | aminvolved with studentsin
all academicdisciplinesandfromall level sof knowledgeandskill. Inall of my courses,
war and/or the hegemony of peace have become, either explicitly or implicitly, the
contextsfromwhich| teach. Thismeans, asyou will see, that war isomni-presentin
my classes; it is the ultimate expression of human degradation and provides the
backdrop against which our ideas about education, identity, history, innocence, and
power comeintohighrelief. AsTheordor Adornohasobserved, intheexaggerations
therearetruths. And war istheultimate exaggerati on of domination and aggression.

Whether a teacher teaches about the social consequences of war, media
representations of war, literacy education, or educational foundations, the specters
of war are present in the knowledges and historiesthat we “choose” to explore and
(re)construct. War isagrand narrativeinthemost vulgar sense; itisperversein how
quickly it canreducesomeof themost compl ex phil osophical issues, likethemorality
of killing, to one dimensional grunts of aye or nay. In 2005, war marches into the
classroom sporting pierced eye-browsand lips, upturned | zod collars, baggy-baggy
pants, Fubu, low-low risejeans, cell phones, and shades of shadowy lip liner. War
also marches into the classroom in the teacher’s syllabi, assessments, briefcases,
laptops, and lectures. As Benjamin understood better than most, “There is no
document of civilizationwhichisnot at the sametimeadocument of barbarism. And
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just as such adocument is not free of barbarism, barbarismtaints also the manner
inwhich it was transmitted from one owner to another (my emphasis).”*° In other
words, just as Gramsci theorized a pedagogic dimension to hegemony, thereisalso
a pedagogical process at work in the transmission of wartime ideology. This
pedagogy, as Benjamin’ swordsimply, isanother form of barbarism.

Innocence in Times of War:
Who are We Protecting and at What Cost?

That until that day

The dream of lasting peace, world citizenship
Rule of international morality

Will remain but afleetingillusion

To be persued, but never attained

Now everywhere is war, war*

Thedialoguel am attempting to have with my graduate studentsin my Critical
Thinking and Literacy classis about childhood innocence. We have been reading
Jonathan Kozol’'s book Savage Inequalites.’? In a previous class | asked my
students, almost all of whom are public school teachers, white, and women, whether
they thought it would be appropriate to discuss the genocide of Native Americans
duringthe Thanksgiving holiday seasonwith elementary school aged children. Some
said, flatly, “No.” Their reasoning was that it was a family holiday now, and that
historical accuracy had little or nothing to do with the meaning of the holiday inthe
21% century. What woul d bethe point, wastheir point. It wasatimefor familiestoget
together and eat turkey and cranberry sauce, reminisce about old times, and catch
up with relatives. It did not matter that the dominant historical narrative was
manufactured, which they acknowledged it was. The point wasthat the meaning of
theholiday had moved, intheir estimation, sofar frombeingahistorical referent that
itwould unnecessarily exposechildrento past horrorsthat werebetter [eft unspoken.

| find thisresponseinteresting becauseit doesacknowledge, on somelevel, the
historical and contextual intermsof meaning making. M eaningsdo changeover time
and are part of acultural circuit where representations correlate to the processes of
consumption and distribution.®® | asked the students who supported this point of
view tothink about how they cameto these conclusions. For themost part they were
unfamiliar with any theoretical knowledge that might under gird their critique. As
such, they were also unaware of thelimitations of their critiquein regardstoissues
of power. For themost part, they appeal ed totheir owncommonsense, which, inturn,
cameout of their ownexperiences, imagined or real. For example, many had children
of their ownand/or had fond memoriesof Thanksgiving inwhichno onespokeabout
Native Americansor thecolonists. Theholiday, intheirimmediate experiences, had
anaffectivepull which correlated withaparti cular ideaof acomplex and contradi ctory
tradition.
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| asked them if they thought Native Americans felt the same way about
Thanksgiving asthey did. Probably not, they said. But, for them, | had again missed
the point. It did not matter that the holiday meant something different to Native
Americans. If that wasthe case, whichthey acknowledgedit probably was, thenthey
could observe the holiday anyway they wanted. But why, they suggested, should
that affect their understanding of their family tradition?Lastly, | asked themif they
thought there was arel ationship between their understanding of Thanksgiving and
theinvalidationand de-legitimation of Native Americanhistory. Dotheprivilegesof
power, | asked, getting perturbed by what | felt was an increasingly insulated and
provincia perspective, allow them to rewrite the meaning of Thanksgiving so that
genocide can become a symbol of family, home and comfort? Difficult question?
Combative question? Polemical? When does dialogue devolve into argument,
teaching/learning into political grappling? When war isat issue, when history isat
stake, when our memoriesof the past directly affect our understanding of the present
and future, it ishard not to draw alinein the sand...

In response to this perspective on Thanksgiving, other students voiced concern
that historical accuracy should not besacrificed at theater of tradition, butwereequally
concerned for their students’ sense of safety and security. It wassuggested that young
people might have nightmaresif they wereto learn, intoo graphic detail, the story of
colonization from the Native American perspective. Maybe, they continued, asofter
version of history could betold that wouldn’t sacrifice historical accuracy too much.
In this rewriting, the natives and colonists would be enemies, but the violence and
brutality that the Native Americans suffered would be edited out of the story.

Through open ended questions | tried to get this group to, again, understand
how they had cometothisconclusion. Again, they appeal ed towhat they considered
to be commonsense notions of childhood innocence and the benefit of protection
and security, asthey had cometo understand these things. They were unaware that
their notion of innocenceexcluded children who woul d be made secureby acknowl -
edging the continued degradation of Native American’sin the U.S. What kind of
insecurity and violence do we do to children whose lives have been perverted by
violence and degradation when we rewritetheir history in an effort to protect them
and others from historical reality? How is rewriting historical memory not only a
privilege of thevictors of war, but afurther act of aggression through symbolically
violent means? Moreover, how does the whitewashing of history assure that the
“barbarism of civilization” will be repeated and, more often than not, exacted on
similar, if not thesamevictims?

Neverthel ess, innocence, for my students, wasastati c concept. For example, all
children are born innocent and then, god-forbid, something terrible happens, and
they arenolonger innocent. Assuch, theinnocent must be protected fromthetainted
and/or theguilty. Thereisno sensein thisdiscourse of the historical connectedness
of those that are considered innocent and those that are not. Perversions of power
arefacelessand timel essfromthisperspective. Theinnocenceof their white, middie
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class children and students had to be protected from the effects of the savage
inequalitiesthat ravaged the urban landscape not ten milesfrom their homes. Their
commonsense did not connect their privilege to the war-like conditions that K ozol
portrays. It failed to acknowledgethat inequity isadouble edge sword, where some
benefithandsomely from savageinequality and thenrati onalizethe protection of that
privilege by appealing to an ahistorical notion of innocence. If innocenceissuch a
concern, thenisit not reasonableto ask, as| did, why “ablack infant in New Jersey
is more than three times as likely to die before his or her first birthday as a white
infant?’ 4 Certainly, this degree of savagery suggests another kind of war, onethat
has been going on in the U.S. since its occupation.

I moved theconversationfromtheinvasion of North Americatothewar onlraq.
| asked my studentsif they taught their students about the war. Some told me that
they were censored by their principals. Others said they did not know enough to
discuss the event. Most felt that it was inappropriate material for young children.
They believed that war, after all, was not for children, although more than half
supportedtheinitial invasion. Inother words, war wasnot for their children, although
it was obviously aright for Iragi children.

Although Iragi civilian death tolls are hard to cal culate with any accuracy, it has
been estimated that 100,000 thousand Iragi civilians have been killed sincethe U.S.
occupation began.® Without knowing exactly how many of thedead werechildren, we
know that morethan quiteafew were. Moreover, weknow that Irag hasalargeliving
population of children who continue to experience war and its brutdlities everyday.

| asked my students in light of this whether or not Iragi children are also too
innocent to learn about the occupation and destruction of their country. | ask if they
think that German children and Isragli children are too young to learn about the
Holocaust. | ask them if young African American and white children should not be
taught about the brutalitiesthat whites exacted on their familiesand histories. | ask if
the children in Kozol’ s account are too young to discuss in class the degradation of
their neighborhoodsthat they discuss openly and honestly with Kozol whilewalking
around their neighborhood. Who are we protecting when we make aclaim to protect
innocence, | ask?Was" our” innocencebeing protected whentheBushadministration
censored the coffinscoming back from Irag, or corporate U.S. newsoutletsedited out
the savagery of war? When do appeals to innocence and its protection become
complicit inthe construction and perpetuation of violence fromwhich we need to be
protected? Thereisanirrationa rationality at work intheideathat innocence must be
protected from the perversions of war, while war is the means by which we protect
innocence.

| feel anurgency tothelesson. Someare apathetic; othersareambiguous, while
afew aredownright angry. Am | leaving enough spacefor thinking? For reflection?
Aml| consideringmy ownfallibility as| ask these questions? Am | leaving roomfor
dissention? Aml invalidating their experiences? Am| asking themto berigorousin
examining how they have cometo have the beliefsthey do? Or hasthis discussion
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pedagogically devolved, the pedagogical overwhelmed by the urgenciesof war and
the hegemony of peace? Isit truethat thereis no teaching if thereis no learning?'
How might we assess our teaching and our students' learning when we know the
effectsof critical teaching might notimmediately reveal themselves?

The harder | push for them to “rub history against the grain,” to examine the
process by which their commonsense is manufactured, the more entrenched they
seemto becomeintheir own commonsense. Interestingly, itisnow their innocence
that they feel isbeing encroached upon by my questions...their security and safety.
| dohaveone*older” African Americanwomanintheclasswho supportsthenature
and direction of the questioning, adding her own commentsand questionsthrough-
out the discussion. Shetellsthe classthat these questions give her asense of safety
and security, because shefeelsasense of validation—evenif shedoesn’t agreewith
everything | have been saying...

Conclusion

And until the ignoble and unhappy regimes

that hold our brothersin Angola, in Mozambique,
South Africasub-human bondage

Have been toppled, utterly destroyed

Well, everywhereiswar, me say war

War in the east, war in the west
War up north, war down south
War, war, rumours of war”

War often creates a heightened state of emergency for many people, creating a
sense of insecurity and chaos, but “ The tradition of the oppressed teaches usthat the
‘stateof emergency’ inwhichweliveisnot the exception but therule. Wemust attain
toaconceptionof history thatisinkeepingwiththisinsight. Thenweshall clearly realize
that it isour task to bring about areal state of emergency...”*® Bringing about astate
of emergency inatimeof war suggeststheneedto questiontheideathat war isanatural
dimension of progress or palitical evolution, aswe have been told repeatedly by the
architectsof thelragi war. Walter Benjamin writes, “ The current amazement that the
things we are experiencing are ‘still’ possible in the [twenty-first] century is not
philosophical. This amazement is not the beginning of knowledge—unlessit isthe
knowledge that the view of history which givesrisetoit is untenable.”*® Ascritica
educators, we cannot not take a position on these issues, but unavoidably risk, aswe
do, alienating those students who have astrong affective investment in the dominant
national pro-war discourse. Theupsidetotaking thisrisk ishaving theknowledgethat
we not only acted ethically, but that we are part of alarger collective of teachersand
other political workers determined to plant seeds of critical consciousnessand/or till
the sail in which seeds from previous plantings are trying to grow.

My own experiencessuggest that the seedsof critical knowledgemay beplanted
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generations before the soil is ever tilled. As such, archeological and geneal ogical
excavationiscalledforinthedevelopment of critical consciousness. They might be
laid deep withintherich soil of consciousnessduring ashiftinlocation, geographic
disruptionrepresenting atimewhenwearemadeawarenot only of “ difference,” but
of our own “otherness’ as well. In this context, we must become cartographers,
mapping our travelsso that we know wherewe have been, whereweare, and where
wewould liketo go. Asgood cartographers, we must leave our shores, or elserisk
mapping ourselves at the center of the world. Seeds may also be planted without
notice, by ateacher for example who praises a student for creating a metaphor that
runs against the grain of the dominant discourse. We must be prepared to respond
to that which we cannot know, but which we know can arise when we |l east expect.
Wemust bewilling to act without guarantees, knowing that we might bewrong, but
secure in the knowledge that we can change the course of our actionswhen we are.

Butjust becauseseedsareplanted doesnot meanthat they will grow. Thefertility
of our social minds and bodies depends heavily, if not almost entirely, upon the
environment wecreate. Isit richinresources? Doesit offer positive and supportive
attention?Doesitvaluecreativity, imagination, individual expression, cooperation?
Doesit support the devel opment of democratic agency, whichistheability aperson
hasto control their ownlifethrough demacratic struggleandresistance?Doesit name
oppression/oppressors and create the means by which we, as a community, can
struggle against it/them? Does it support a sense of socia fairness, providing the
most and best for those that have the least and worst? Doesit alow for the formal
desegregation of our schools, whicharestill segregated not only by race, but by class
as well? Once desegregated, have we created an environment in our schools that
createsunderstanding between peoplewith different experienceswithout | egitimat-
ing the status quo? Does it nurture the kind of courage it takesto fight for what is
right and against what it wrong? Arewe prepared to create thiskind of environment
intimesof war?
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